
 

 
 

Appendix 1 
 

Election Review Panel – 16 June 2016 
 

Transcript of Item 3 – Election Review 2016 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  We have John Hooton, Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive of the 

London Borough of Barnet, and Davina Fiore, Director of Assurance at the London Borough of Barnet.  Can I 

welcome you.  We have a number of set questions, but the Members may well be asking some further 

questions during the meeting that they have come up with from something you have said or they want to ask 

you to add. 

 

If I can begin then with the first set of questions, can I ask you, John, if you want to make an opening 

statement? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Thank you, Chairman.  That would be great.  Thank you for inviting us here today.  As you have said, I am 

John Hooton.  I am the Interim Chief Executive at London Borough of Barnet. 

 

I just want to say a couple of words in introduction, really. Firstly I will begin by apologising to voters for the 

problems that were experienced on 5 May in Barnet.  Clearly, it is an individual’s democratic right to vote and 

people expect arrangements to be in place.  On the morning of 5 May, those arrangements were not in place 

and we failed in our duty to some residents.  I am very sorry about that and extend that apology on behalf of a 

number of officers in Barnet, and I also extend that apology to the candidates and everyone else involved in 

the GLA elections.  I just reiterate that I take those issues really seriously. 

 

Following the events that happened, it was clear we needed to investigate those very quickly and one of the 

first things I did, taking over as Interim Chief Executive, was to identify an independent investigator to come in 

and have a look at that.  I sought independent advice from the Chief Executive at London Councils and was 

recommended Mr Mark Heath, who is the Returning Officer at Southampton City Council, and he has been so 

for 20 years or so.  He is a solicitor by trade, but has had significant experience in running elections in 

Southampton and also serves on a number of Government Electoral Commission groups on electoral law and 

policy practice and those sorts of things. 

 

The terms of reference for Mr Heath’s review were necessarily focused on the events that led to those issues 

specifically in Barnet, and the electoral list being sent to the wrong polling stations.  Mr Heath was supplied 

with all of the material that he requested.  As part of that, he spoke to a number of people over the phone and 

interviewed people out in Barnet and he reached the conclusions and recommendations independently.  It is 

important I say that and of course important that I say I have accepted all of his recommendations.  You have 

Mark’s report here in your pack.  You also have my covering report in the pack. 

 

Just very quickly also to highlight the fact that we have already put in place a number of things ahead of 

23 June and the referendum, just to give some confidence that the same issues will not happen again.  That 

includes cross-checking of registers when they are printed, further training for Presiding Officers and also 

bringing forward the point at which Presiding Officers take their ballot boxes and all the relevant packs by 

24 hours, to give them sufficient time and so that, if there is any particular issue and someone notices a 

problem, there are 24 hours rather than just a night to deal with it.  Then, in terms of the referendum as well, I 

am also receiving external advice from the London regional counting officers.  Barry Quirk CBE (Chief  
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Executive of Lewisham Council) - who I am sure you know from Lewisham - and his team came out to Barnet 

last week to work with our team and just assure themselves that our processes are in place for the EU 

referendum.  In addition, John Barradell, the Chief Executive of the City of London Corporation, has been 

providing some general support to me.  He has been out in Barnet one day a week for the last three weeks or 

so, just to make sure we can give a bit more assurance that things are OK. 

 

The other thing I should also make clear is we do intend to initiate a wider review of the way elections are 

delivered in Barnet.  We have a number of concerns that have been raised from various different parties and 

Mr Heath refers to this in his report.  We are taking a report to our General Functions Committee at the end of 

this month, which will set out the terms of reference for that review.  I intend for that also to be externally led 

and we will bring that back in the autumn so that we can pick up some of those wider issues and make sure we 

are on top of things. 

 

The last thing I want to say is that obviously it will come as little comfort to the people who were directly 

impacted on 5 May, but Mr Heath’s report does highlight that Barnet has performed consistently against the 

Electoral Commission standards for delivering elections in recent years and, while no council can absolutely 

guarantee there will be no problems in the conduct of any election, Mr Heath makes it clear it is a complex 

process and occasionally things happen.  It is about the way we deal with them and put the controls and 

checks in place to make sure that the impact is minimised. 

 

That is really all I wanted to say.  You have the report in front of you.  As I say, we are really apologetic for 

what happened and take those issues really seriously and hope you gain some comfort from the fact that we 

very quickly investigated it and put some processes in place to make sure that we can run the referendum and 

the elections in the future. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Thank you very much for that opening statement.  For the record, we are going to 

go back over some of those issues that you have outlined, just getting some further clarity. 

 

Just as my starting point, yes, mistakes happen in terms of elections, but usually they are at the minor end.  

This is, on a scale of one to ten, probably a nine or even a ten.  Denying someone the opportunity to vote must 

be quite serious in our democracy and so this is a ten, is it not?  Would you agree in your apologies there that 

this is a pretty major failure? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes.  We do not underestimate how much of an issue it was and how much it impacted people in Barnet.  As I 

said in my opening remarks, the democratic process, the democratic right of people to vote is absolutely 

fundamental.  That is why we all do what we do; you as elected politicians, but us as officers, find that 

extremely important.  I suppose the point in terms of mistakes happen - and this comes out a little bit in terms 

of Mark Heath’s report - is, yes, mistakes happen but what you need to have is processes and checks in place 

to make sure that they are picked up.  Of course what Mark’s report sets out is a mistake happened, but there 

were a number of opportunities for that mistake to be picked up, whether it was cross-checking of the 

registers when they were printed; whether it was Presiding Officers saying, “Hang on a minute, there is 

something going on here”.  There was a call that then went into the electoral registrations team by one 

Presiding Officer saying, “I think there is a problem”, over the period of that night and of course it was not 

actually until 6.45am in the morning that we realised that there was a problem.  You are right that mistakes 

happen, but what you need to have is greater processes in place to pick those things up.  We did not and it 

had a catastrophic impact. 

 

Page 2



 

 
 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Let us begin with the first question, then.  For the record, let us set out your 

assessment of how the wrong registers were which were included in the ballot boxes and sent to the polling 

stations.  In doing so, can you outline whether the officer who printed off the register was a junior or a senior 

member of your team?  Why were there no checks of what officers were doing, in that sense?  What were some 

of those issues?  What were the circumstances that led us to this failure? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Thank you.  I will answer that 

question for you.  To start with the seniority of the member of the team, as Director of Assurance I manage the 

Governance Team, the Elections Team, the Audit Team and the Council’s shared legal service.  This was the 

second in command of the Elections Team and so it is not the most senior person in the team, but it is certainly 

not the most junior person, either. 

 

In terms of an assessment of how the wrong registers came to be printed, we, along with many other local 

authorities in the country, use a software system to manage the electoral registration process and the registers 

are printed off specifically for each election using that software system.  You will be aware that it is a different 

franchise for different types of elections and so the person printing needs to say what the franchise is for that 

election and then print.  There was, however, a box on that system that was ticked that meant that certain 

categories of electors were left out.  What did not happen when the register was printed, there was not a 

warning on the front page of the register saying, “This is an incomplete register”, which is something that 

would have been helpful and would have helped for it to have been picked up. 

 

Although we had a check on ballot boxes for equipment and to check that there is a register there, we did not 

have a check in place for the accuracy of the register.  It is fair for me to say that that is not something that is 

particularly unusual.  It is not something that in the past the Electoral Commission’s guidance recommended 

happened, although in future I understand they are amending that guidance to make sure that is a check that 

is in place.  However, we should have had a check and we should have picked that up and the fact we did not 

we are very sorry about.  All the staff involved in the election were quite devastated by what happened, fully 

recognise the seriousness of what happened and would agree with your assessment of it being a major 

catastrophe in the terms of elections.  All I can do again is apologise that those checks did not happen. 

 

You will have picked up, no doubt, that Mark Heath’s recommendations, alongside recommending that we do 

a review and have checks in place, also have recommendations relating to the software provider of that system, 

because again, it is fair to say that no one quite understands why the functionality of the system allowing us to 

print the wrong register was there.  It is our fault and we printed the wrong register, but we are not sure the 

system should have had the ability for us to do so.  That is something the software provider has said they are 

going to look at again.  They are not doing that prior to the referendum because they do not want there to be 

unintended consequences.  Often if you change a computer system in one way there can be different 

consequences, so they are waiting until after the referendum for that. However, they are sending - or have 

sent out, in fact - an update to all their users with a note saying, “Be careful.  This is what happened in Barnet.  

You do not want this to happen to you”.  That is a really helpful lesson learnt, and certainly Barnet has learnt 

that lesson the hard way, but we hope other councils will learn from what has happened to us and that it will 

help improve other people’s processes as well, not just ours. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Can we move on to the Electoral Services Team and how it is resourced?  I just 

would like you to paint me a picture of it. Was it staffed by people with experience?  Had they worked 

together as a team before?  How would you describe the culture of the team and, if people had concerns 

about any aspects of the process, are you sure they would feel comfortable escalating these concerns to senior 
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management?  Was senior management sufficiently accessible during the preparation for polling day?  At this 

point we should note - I do not want to go into detail of it - for the record, do you call them Chief Executives? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Chief Executives, yes. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Your former Chief Executive left by mutual consent, which I presume with the 

closeness of these reports was a factor in that mutual parting of company? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Thank you.  If you can now answer about the general management of resources so 

that we get a feeling of how you oversee the elections in Barnet. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):   If I 

can start and maybe then hand over to Davina, I have a couple of points in terms of the overall resourcing of 

the team.  We have a team that has been relatively consistent over a number of years.  Some of the people in 

the team are incredibly experienced and have been working for 10, 15 or 20 years on elections in Barnet.  The 

team has been relatively stable and the same size over recent years.  We have not, for example, taken 

reductions in that team as part of trying to balance budgets over the last few years.  That has remained stable.  

We answered some questions last week to our own Members in terms of the resources required by the previous 

Returning Officer and indeed me now in that role.  I do not have any concerns that we do not have sufficient 

resource to do what we need to do.  It is an experienced team and it has worked together well over a period of 

time. 

 

One of the things I suppose I was just going to expand a little bit on is some of the peaks and troughs in 

workload in the Electoral Registrations Team.  Particularly in the lead-up to elections, you will have some peaks 

in workload.  For example, you will be aware last week when the deadline was extended by two days for 

registration for the referendum and that led to a big peak in workload, but the team were able to manage that.  

They were there for a couple of nights until midnight going through that, but we were able to, over that short 

period of time, make sure we managed that.  Overall it is an experienced team; it has worked together for quite 

a long period of time.  Broadly, when you look at the resources, they have been consistent and are not 

inconsistent with other boroughs.  I do not know if you want to expand on that. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  They are a very experienced team 

and they have worked together over several elections.  In terms of the culture in the team and how 

comfortable they are raising things with senior management, I think they are very comfortable raising things 

with senior management.  The reason it was not raised instantly overnight when a Presiding Officer rang a 

member of the team and said, “I am not sure if my register is right”, the member of the team they spoke to 

thought it was an isolated incident, but in fact came into the office very early the next morning, printed off the 

register for that particular polling station and took it out to them prior to 7.00am to absolutely double-check 

they had the right register.  It was only when that member of staff got to that polling station prior to 7.00am 

and saw the register that the Presiding Officer had that it was realised, “My goodness, this is the wrong 

register and actually this might not be an isolated incident”.  That is how that happened.  In fact, the 

Returning Officer was notified at 7.19am in the morning because that officer then contacted the office and 

said, “Start reprinting”, and the whole system went into recovery mode and trying to put that error right. 
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In terms of whether senior management are sufficiently available, I believe they are.  I am in the same office 

and so I am there all the time and they have mobile telephone numbers for all of us.  In fact, over the election 

period, it is not unusual.  I have had phone calls from that team at 9.45pm at night when they are in the office 

still working or they get home and they have a worry about something.  I do not believe it is that we were not 

available.  It was a belief that it was an isolated incident and I absolutely can understand why that was the 

decision reached and that was the assumption made. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  What we might do is, once we see the transcript, we might come back with some 

further questions around the resourcing of your team.  Also, you mentioned that you are probably equal to 

your peers in terms of resourcing issues, but there are slightly different outcomes, are there not?  Even your 

neighbour in Camden managed to put on 1,000 extra; you were adrift in terms of the registration process 

leading up to the elections.  Does that not indicate some issues in resourcing or is that about the ways of 

working and how different boroughs will work differently about compiling the register?  I am just trying to get 

a flavour of that. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Different boroughs do work 

differently, but one of the things I should have said about the resourcing is we carried out earlier this year - it 

was in about January or February - a benchmarking exercise with elections teams in other London boroughs.  

We are not an outlier on that.  We are sort of around the middle in relation to the number of members of staff 

we have per number of electorate.  We are one of the biggest electorates in London, if not the biggest, so we 

do have a very different size operation to others, which is why we looked at it in terms of the ratio of members, 

number of members of staff to the number of the electorate.  We also do have the biggest number of postal 

votes. [Not only do] We have a significant number of postal voters, but we also have a very high turnout on 

our postal votes, one of the highest in London. 

 

Again, on the day of the GLA elections itself, our turnout went up from the last GLA elections quite 

significantly, and the area, as you know and have rightly said, is Barnet and Camden, but in fact our turnout 

within Barnet was much higher than Camden.  I really do not think that there is a sort of systematic problem in 

terms of the registration function, but that is something that has been raised with us and it is something we 

are including in the terms of reference for the wider review of the electoral function which is due to take place 

over the summer and report in November.  We absolutely recognise public confidence in the electoral 

registration system is absolutely paramount and we are going to do what we need to do to get that back. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Thank you for that.  Maybe you could share the benchmarking work that you have 

done with us, if that is appropriate.  

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  I do not actually have the details 

with me. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Not now; we can follow that up. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  I would need to double-check with 

the other boroughs that they were happy with us releasing that information because it was done as an internal 

exercise but, provided others are happy, then I would have no problem with us sharing that. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  I 

was just going to add that that is part of the proposed terms of reference that we will do when we have a look 

at our wider review and so we will be picking that up. 
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Len Duvall AM (Chair):  I have just one more question.  We have talked about how there is a further review.  

Are the public going to be involved in that review?  Are you going to call for evidence from the public directly? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Yes, we will.  We have not yet sorted 

out exactly how we are going to do that, but our initial intention is that we will have things available on our 

website and people can call in through the call centre, but also people like Mr Dismore [Andrew Dismore AM] 

have very helpfully provided us with contact details for people who have contacted him and said that they have 

been unhappy about the process.  I hope that we will be able to directly approach those people and also 

people who have been candidates and agents in elections to make sure that their input is included and looked 

as part of the review. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  It is going to be led by someone independent and so you have had some experience 

of this before? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes.  Procedurally the terms of reference and the scope of this wider review will not be agreed until the end of 

June, 29 June 2016, but certainly the intention is first, yes, we will be involving the public in as wide a way as 

we possibly can because we want to pick up all those issues and make sure we are dealing with them. 

 

Secondly, I am very clear that it will be externally led.  I am just in contact, trying to make sure we find the 

right person to do that and that no doubt will also be a discussion that takes place with our General Functions 

Committee at the end of the month, but certainly it is important for it to be externally led because, similar to 

Mr Heath’s report, it is important that we have an independence there.  Someone can externally come in and 

have a look at things and tell us where the issues are and how we need to deal with them and there is not a 

suggestion that this is something that we are doing internally and we are defensive about any particular 

problems because it is important that we put all this to bed and make sure we give people confidence that we 

know what is going on. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Just before I open up to other questions on this section, can I just ask about the 

website and the Heath report and the publication of that?  It was up and it has now been taken down.  Is that 

for any reason? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  I was not aware it had been taken 

down. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  You do not think it has? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  We will certainly look into that. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes, it certainly should be up.  The last I checked, a few days ago, it was certainly on the minutes and -- 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  You publicised it on your webpage on Friday and I asked people to check, and we 

think it came down on the Wednesday. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  It will still be there somewhere 

because it was on the agenda for our General Functions Committee last week, but that would be too far down 
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and people would have to hunt for it.  I am happy that we go back and look at getting it back on the front 

page. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes, exactly.  Yes, the papers, the agenda, the minutes for the meeting will all be there in that section of the 

website.  Last week we were publicising the fact that the report had been published on the front page of our 

website, and clearly we publicise a number of things on the front page of our website.  If that has not gone up, 

particularly considering the interest, we can have a look at that. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  I only raise it in terms of public interest and in terms of what went on, but also it 

may generate further public interest in terms of the further inquiry.  The further inquiry you are doing because 

of the narrow terms of reference of the Heath report; you realised and recognised there are some wider issues 

that you need to further investigate? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  We are concerned about the fact 

that public confidence in our electoral process in Barnet has, completely understandably, been very affected by 

this.  One of the recommendations in Mark Heath’s report was that we look at doing something to get that 

back. He suggested a review and we are very happy to do that.  We appreciate Mr Dismore has raised concerns 

over a number of years and it is right that we look at those and try to resolve any issues that are there. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  I just have a couple of quite practical questions.  Looking through the Heath report here, 

there is a lot of comment in it about procedures that should have happened and did not happen and it 

comments that you have a project plan and a risk register.  I would be really interested to see that because one 

would assume that there were a number of checking stages and maybe a checklist that people had to go 

through at different stages. 

 

It seems a bit like there were some phone calls made to leave out particular steps, but would you not do them 

anyway if they do not take any time?  It would be very interesting if I could see both the project plan and the 

risk register and any checklists that were followed by the staff.  It seems for a risk that has been described as a 

nine in terms of its consequence, you would have a number of things in place to mitigate that risk and I would 

very much like to see what they were. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes, and I am sure we can do that.  I have taken on the role of Returning Officer since the GLA elections and 

we have a risk register and a project plan for the referendum.  I have been looking at that every week as we 

have been going through, we have been sharing that with the Electoral Commission, Barry Quirk’s team has 

had a look at that, and so we have been widely sharing that to kind of give a bit of confidence that we have 

got plans in place.  I am sure we can go back and have a look at the project plan for the GLA elections as well.  

Yes, I am sure we can do that. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  If I could just add to that, in the draft 

terms of reference for the further review, the first bullet point is, “Planning for elections, including a review of 

the project plan and the risk register”, and we certainly have those documents for the GLA, but we are aware 

that is something we need to look at and again see if we can learn lessons. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  One specific comment that I have now lost in the Heath report is that it is normal practice in 

most polling stations to print out the whole register but draw lines through the electors who are not able to 
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vote and that aids people in polling stations to able to tell voters why they have been left out rather than 

having them absent.  Is that something that you are introducing in your new plans? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  In fact, it is something that we 

normally do, but because we had the wrong register printed, it was not on that wrong register.  That is 

definitely going to be the case for upcoming elections, yes. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  You mentioned that one of your team had a bit of a red flag and went to the polling 

booth and all the rest of it, which shows a high level of conscientiousness.  I just wanted to follow up on a 

question that Len [Len Duvall AM] asked when he asked about experience and the experience of your team.  

Can you just give a more rounded idea for me of how great their experience is in the team? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  I have people in the team who have 

worked on elections for in the region of 20 years.  I have others in the team who have worked on elections for 

more like five years, but it is an established team.  One of the more junior members of the team who does 

some of the more administrative type work is newer and has been in the team for probably a year, but that is a 

junior member of that team and that is the member of the team who has been there the shortest time.  I 

should add that I also pull in people from my governance team to do work on elections when need be. 

 

For example, last week on the afternoon leading up to the deadline for people to register for postal votes, we 

had a huge last-minute surge.  We always get a last-minute surge, but we had a really large last-minute surge 

and actually I took three members of my governance team out and put them on computers with the election 

software on and had them just processing those postal vote applications, because we needed to clear them all 

that day, because the next day they were going to the printers to be printed - that was Thursday - ready for 

that batch of postal votes to be sent out on Friday and that is what happened.  If I am pulling people in from 

another team to do a specific function, they do not have the wider knowledge and experience of the elections 

function but had specific training in, “This is what you do with the application for someone to do a postal 

vote”, and they processed those. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  I have a few more questions, I am afraid, about the detail of the events that led up to what 

happened.  One aspect of this is the phone call that was made late at night, and I want to delve a bit more into 

what you said earlier, Davina, about the person who was told about this believing it was an isolated incident.  

Can you go into more detail about what they did to establish that view that it was an isolated incident? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  My understanding is that they took a 

call from a Presiding Officer who was due to be at one of the stations.  It was a very experiencing Presiding 

Officer who regularly had been the Presiding Officer at that particular station and therefore said, “My register 

looks different from usual.  I am worried about it”, but my understanding is that they were not any more 

specific than that.  Now, the registers would look different for the GLA elections simply because we have had 

the individual electoral registration process, which I am sure you are aware of, and that has led to a number of 

voters who have been registered coming off of the registers.  We also now have many more postal votes.  The 

person who took the call thought it was an isolated incident. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  An isolated incident of what?  That is what I am trying to get at. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  An isolated incident of a Presiding 

Officer being concerned about a register because the thinking was that we have 155 polling stations, one 

Presiding Officer has said they are concerned -- 
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John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Can I maybe add something?  I do not know if this is helpful or not, but in retrospect it is easy for you to think, 

“Why would you come to that conclusion?”  However, until this incident happened and we understood the 

consequences of it, I do not think - and correct me if I am wrong - anyone realised that you could print an 

incomplete register.  Therefore, if someone has a register and says, “I think there is something odd about my 

register”, perhaps your natural reaction would be, “This is the GLA elections.  It is slightly different from the 

previous election we had, the parliamentary election.  There is a slightly different set of criteria in terms of who 

is eligible to vote”.  Of course we have had individual electoral registration and so a number of people have 

come off and are going back on again and we have more postal votes in Barnet than anywhere else in London.  

Without the hindsight, you can kind of see why someone would think, “It must be the right register because 

how could you print a wrong register?”  Of course we all now know that is not the case, but I think that is the 

thought process that was happening at that point in time. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  That is absolutely right, and a lot of 

other councils that use the same software system as we do have commented to me and to others, “We did not 

know you could print the wrong register”, so -- 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Yes, I can see completely how the mistake might have been made within the software.  My 

concern is that the resulting register was short by quite a long way.  Do you have any idea of how many fewer 

pages there would have been, physically in the documents?  That seems to me like a big red flag? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  It was different for different polling 

stations.  Some polling stations, as I understand it, might have 20 pages and were three down, but others were 

significantly down; half the usual amount.  It is also fair to say that a lot of Presiding Officers would find it 

difficult to know if a register were accurate or not and that is not a criticism of those Presiding Officers.  I used 

to be a presiding officer many years ago and I am not sure I would have known if it was right or not because 

you just expect that you are given the right one and you do not have the knowledge necessarily to know. 

 

One of the things we are implementing for the future is giving Presiding Officers a list of information in 

relation to their register that will say something like, “You have 200 European electors”, or, “You have 300 

marked with an ‘A’ as absent voters, who are then the postal voters”, and so they can have a quick look at their 

register and think, “Yes, this looks right”.  That is something that we are specifically going to be doing as a 

result of the mistake that has happened.  It is not something that I am aware other places do; it is not 

something that is a usual thing that people do. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Just finally on that point, the Presiding Officer who called up then did not themselves 

identify the problem correctly and did not think, “You have given me an incomplete register”?  That is not 

what they said? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  I do not know.  I did not take that 

call and I was not the person who did the investigation.  Mark Heath interviewed that Presiding Officer and so 

would have a much clearer idea than I have about what that Presiding Officer said.  All I know is that on the 

actual day, once we had the registers reprinted and out, we sat down with the team and said, “What do we 

think has happened?”  At that point I was told, “There was a call last night and the Presiding Officer said the 

register did not look right”, but I did not pick up from that what the problem was. 
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John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

The other thing perhaps I would just add - and Mark Heath’s report picks this up - is that I suppose it is an 

issue of escalation, because actually what happened is that the same person that printed the registers took 

that call, and therefore of course if you take that call, you think, “I remember printing those registers and so it 

must be okay”, and in retrospect it was not.  Actually, what needed to have happened is that that escalation 

needed to go to the Head of Electoral Services, the Returning Officer or someone else, who would have said, 

“Hang on a minute.  That sounds a bit odd.  Let us go and investigate it”, as opposed to the fact that it went 

to the same person who printed the registers.  That was a process weakness that we are aware of and we are 

going to make sure that that escalation works better in the future. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Yes, that seems quite fundamental.  Moving on to another change that was made to the 

process that seems to have contributed, there was the change in the room where the ballot boxes went, which 

meant they were - if I get this right - piled up too high to be able to be checked or something.  Can you go 

into more detail about what that change was and what happened? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes.  We had reconfigured some of our office accommodation in the last 12 months or so in Barnet and the 

previous room that was available, which was a very large conference room, is now occupied as offices.  The 

electoral function, in terms of their work around compiling all the ballot boxes and meeting Presiding Officers, 

doing the training, giving ballot boxes out, it moved to the another location in the west of the borough in 

Colindale, a former school, and it is a room probably around about this size that they deliver some of that 

training in and do the collection of ballot boxes.  The room was not big enough for each Presiding Officer - 

there is 150 of them - to be taking things out of their boxes, have a good rummage around and figuring out 

whether everything was in place. 

 

Now, clearly that does not mean the process of checking should have changed, but actually what we have 

implemented now is that people will receive their ballot boxes 24 hours previously so that they can have a 

good look around and make sure that everything is in place well in advance of election day on Thursday.  Of 

course the registers will be one element of that; there are a whole load of other things in terms have they the 

right signs; have they the right pieces of paper; have they the right pens, pencils, all those various bits and 

pieces, but the point is that room was not sufficient for them to have a really good look at the contents of that 

box.  Obviously the process change we have put in place now will ensure that that check can still happen. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Just finally, there was a check scheduled, but it was abandoned because of practical reasons?  

There was a check within the process? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

No, I would slightly take issue with that because the process did not necessarily change.  This is the important 

point.  There was no point at which someone said, “Let us change the process”.  There was just the 

practicalities perhaps were not widely appreciated, that the space was such that Presiding Officers were pretty 

much picking the ballot boxes up and taking them away, as opposed to getting everything out when they were 

there.  As I say, the process did not necessarily change, but the reality was that the things that perhaps they 

would have done previously, had they had a bit more space, they could not do.  Clearly, bringing forward the 

deadline by 24 hours enables them to do those checks in their own time.  We are asking them all positively to 

come back to the electoral registrations team by midday the following day and confirm that they have 

everything they need. 
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Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  The other important point is that 

people have tended to do the check on the basis of, “Have I got the equipment I need?  Is there a register?” 

rather than actually thinking, “Is that register accurate?” because that goes back to the point that people did 

not realise the wrong register could be printed.  Also, for a Presiding Officer, they would not really have had 

the information before to know if it was an accurate register or not.  A lot of them will not always be at the 

same station for each election.  People are moved around because they ask to be at one that is closer to home 

or they want to work with a particular person or whatever. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Sorry, just to clarify then, there was a stage in the process that said, “Please check that you 

have all the correct items”, but it did not necessarily say, “Please check that the register is correct”, but even 

that stage of the process, “Please check you have all the relevant items”, was not able to be done as well as 

usual because of the room issue? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Yes, although, on the room issue, it 

was a different room that was being used, but when you started asking the question you were talking about 

ballot boxes piled high.  They were not piled high at all.  There were tables set out snaking around the room 

and an individual ballot box set out on the table.  What happens is the team goes and packs each box and they 

will walk around with a pile of - I do not know - pencils or tape or posters, all the things that go in the ballot 

box and put one in each box as they walk around.  It is not that they are piled high floor to ceiling; it is just 

there was not a lot of room to walk between the tables that all the ballot boxes were laid out on. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  I 

suppose the point is there was a confirmation that there was a list in every box.  The reality was that what we 

are putting in place now is not only, “Yes, I have a list”, but actually, “I will get the list out.  I will have a look at 

the information provided that says I should have X number of electors, X number of absent voters, Z number of 

those various different elements”.  That is the thing that did not happen that needs to happen this time 

around. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Do you want to move on to the next set of questions? 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Yes, of course.  Turning now to what you did to advise, as it were, missing voters what 

they should do, could you clarify, once it became clear to the elections team that voters were missing from the 

registers, what advice was given to Presiding Officers as to what they should do? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  A decision was taken to reprint and 

start getting the registers delivered out.  Many Presiding Officers were calling in and many members of the 

public were calling in.  Presiding Officers who managed to get through were being told, “If people have a 

polling card, then write them on your list and give them a ballot paper and let them vote”.  Not all Presiding 

Officers managed to get through.  Unfortunately the scale of the problem was such that our phone lines were 

jammed and not everyone could get through. 

 

One of the things we have learnt from that and one of the things we have put in place is a text messaging 

system that can be done from a computer.  A text message can be typed out on a computer and it will instantly 

be sent to all the mobile telephone numbers on a circulation list.  We have a circulation list of all the polling 

station inspectors, we have one of all the Presiding Officers and we have one of all the Deputy Counting 

Officers for the referendum, but Deputy Returning Officers.  That is something really important that we have 

learnt from this.  It is something other people have said to me, “If we had a problem of that scale, our 

communication systems probably would not have coped either”. 
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Some Presiding Officers were very experienced and if they could not get through made their own decisions 

about what they were going to do.  The staff generally handled it very, very well on the day.  Others who were 

a little less experienced and could not get through were understandably saying to voters, “I cannot actually let 

you have a ballot paper until I have got this sorted out”.  It did take us longer to get the messages out than in 

an ideal situation, than we would have liked, and we are very confident that were there a problem again, we 

have the mobile phone numbers of all the Presiding Officers and we can get a text message out to them 

instantly.  The first message would probably be, “We know there is a problem.  Please do not call.  You will get 

a further message in five minutes telling you what to do”.  It was literally an issue around the scale of the 

problem. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Perhaps the only thing I would add to that - and it does come through in Mark Heath’s report - is that given 

where we were at 7.05am on that Thursday morning, the fact that we managed to get the right registers out to 

all the polling stations by just after 10.00am and the work that all the Presiding Officers did to try to manage 

the situation.  I was out at polling stations that morning and people had lists of various people who could not 

vote and their telephone numbers and they were ringing them back up and ticking people back off when they 

were coming back in the day.  It was an incredibly difficult situation and we recognise that, but one of the 

things Mark does point out is that that recovery, in terms of everyone involved, whether that was how quickly 

we got registers back out, given where we were at 7.00am, or all the work that Presiding Officers were doing to 

kind of manage the situation and try to reassure the public, it was a positive that certainly came out of that.  A 

lot of people did do a really good job. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  With hindsight, looking back, do you think that everything was done to ensure that those 

who turned up to vote could vote?  Do you think everything that was humanly possible to be done was? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  As 

Davina articulated, in terms of the experience that I had when I was visiting a number of polling stations was 

that Presiding Officers were taking people’s names and phone numbers and getting back to people and saying, 

“We have now the registers in place, you can now come back”, and tried to communicate with people and 

reassure people that they could vote.  There was a lot of really, really good work that everyone was doing as 

part of that.  Similarly, we put messages out when we had all the right registers at polling stations.  We then 

issued a message around having emergency proxy in place so that people who for whatever reason could not 

get back to the polling stations later in the day could still vote by proxy.  There were a number of things that 

we put out to enable anyone who wanted to vote to vote. 

 

There was a lot we put in place and clearly we would still learn lessons in terms of if we were to go through 

that situation again, how proactively we could have put some of those messages out and there may have been 

other channels that we could put things out to try to reassure people.  As I say, the recovery and the work that 

presiding officers did was really, really good and we did get the message out around reassuring people when 

the right registers were there and putting in place the emergency proxies. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Could I just add To that;  I do believe 

that, given the problem happened, we then did everything we could to make sure that people did have the 

opportunity to vote.  I personally spoke to a leading Queen’s Counsel (QC) in elections law that morning and 

said, “This is what we are doing.  Is there any more we can do?”  I was told that we were doing everything we 

could that was within the law. 

 

Page 12



 

 
 

Some people were coming to us with queries such as, “We think you should keep your polling stations open for 

longer than 10.00pm to enable people to vote.  Why are you not doing that?”  We could not do that.  It is not 

lawful for us to do.  We can allow people in the queue at 10.00pm to vote, but we cannot unilaterally decide to 

extend the opening hours of our polling stations.  I can understand why people would suggest that to us and I 

could understand why they might be cross that we did not do that, but we were going back to all those queries 

and explaining why we could not do some of those things. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Can I just interrupt at this point?  Can I just check with yourselves or Richard Derecki 

(Scrutiny Team Manager) our advice on  Polling Officers’ discretion? Is there a list of that or do you make it up 

as you go along?  I am not suggesting you did on the day.  Is there something in terms of what the Electoral 

Commission has done and can you answer it?  How do you judge what that discretion is and how do we get 

consistency on a day when events like this happen around where this works? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  There is a lot of legislation around 

elections that is very, very clear.  There is a lot of guidance from the Electoral Commission which virtually all 

electoral registration and elections officers follow, but within the legislation, there is a provision for a returning 

officer or a counting officer to actually exercise their discretion to remedy an administrative error.  That is what 

we were relying on, saying we would accept someone’s polling card and add them to the register, but there is 

not a lot of discretion.  I do not know if the Electoral Commission would want to comment on that. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Really, the question I just want to ask is in terms of the discretion, then.  In that 

sense your QC advice was quite clear that you could not extend the opening of the polling stations? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  I did not even ask them to advise on 

that because I knew that.  Maybe I should have. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  In a sense, when that piece of that advice is in your discretion, I am not saying you 

were wrong not to do it; it is just a judgment around that.  If in the legislation you have the discretion to do 

that, then clearly you could have chosen to do that. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  We did not have the discretion to do 

that.  That is my belief. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  You did not.  What is the basis of the opinion, just out of interest?  This discretion is 

quite an interesting one for the future about how that is exercised and what the backstop of that provision is.  

You could have them all turning everything over in different ways.  Why do you think you did not have the 

power to extend?  We have the queue issue.  If anyone is unfamiliar, if you are in the queue and 

administratively it is not the fault of the voter, they are there in time and you have just not processed them as 

quickly, you have the discretion to allow them to vote. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  It is not a discretion; we have to 

allow them to vote if they are in the queue. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  You have to allow them to vote?  That is quite clear? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Prior to 2010 that was not necessarily clear and there was a discretion point there.  After 2010 that was 

clarified in law and that is now in [the legislation]. 
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Len Duvall AM (Chair):  That is it.  Just out of interest on that particular point - I have a general point about 

that and we will return to this issue about discretion - why do you think you did not have it for extending 

polling stations? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  The law is very clear about the hours 

that polling stations can be open for different elections and it is very clear that if people are in the queue at 

10.00pm at the closing time that you must give them a ballot paper.  There has to be national consistency in 

terms of opening hours and the law says what those opening hours are.  Where a Returning Officer or Counting 

Officer has discretion, it is where there is an administrative error and the law allows a returning officer or a 

Counting Officer to take action to correct an administrative error. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Thank you for that clarification. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  I do not know if the Electoral 

Commission wants to comment. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  We will return to that. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Can I suggest we do return to this issue -- 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Yes, we will return to it. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  -- because we do need to be looking at it.  To declare an interest, I was one of the 

candidates calling for the hours to be extended and I am fairly certain legal advice was sought or at least I was 

told that legal advice was sought.  We need to return to this and collect maybe more evidence on the calls that 

were made for the hours to be extended, the advice that was taken and the decisions that were made there. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  On the specifics, but I am also interested about the general and about people at 

polling stations knowing and the people at the centre giving them advice knowing exactly what their discretion 

is or not when situations arise, and so we will come back to this one.  Peter, do you want to continue? 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Have you assessed - and if so how - quite how many people who were originally turned 

away then did not return to vote, which seems to me to be the crux of the whole thing? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  On the day itself, once we had the 

registers printed and out and put the emergency proxy in place, I was very aware that if the result of the 

election were to be challenged it would be around numbers and obviously at that point we had no idea what 

the result would be.  I personally thought, “What questions do we need to make sure we have asked all 

presiding officers and got answers to?”  We briefed all polling station inspectors and sent them out to ask all 

their Presiding Officers on the station a set of questions, which were, “Can you estimate how many people you 

turned away?  Can you estimate or do you know how many of those were able to come back or said they could 

not come back?”  We did compile that actual information on the day, but that was in terms of presiding 

officers’ estimates.  Mark Heath’s report refers to that and actually attaches the spreadsheet that I did on the 

day.  He estimated that hundreds rather than thousands of voters were impacted. 

 

In terms of those who were able to come back, I do not have any definite information around that, but what I 

can say is in terms of the investigation, we did put out a public call for evidence.  It was necessarily limited 
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because of the timescale we were working to, but of the responses we had from members of the public who 

said they were affected, nearly 50% of them said they were able to return and vote later in the day. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  There still could be, say, for example, around nearly 1,000 people? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  If we take that it was between 500 

and 600 who were affected, which is what our estimate was on the day - and Mark Heath accepted that 

estimate - if we then look at the only information we have in terms of the number of people, which is those 

who came forward and said, “We were impacted”, of those, nearly 50% were able to return.  If we say between 

500 and 600 were impacted and if we estimate that 50%, then it would be between 250 and 300 who were 

able to return on the day. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:   When the Presiding Officers came back to you with their estimates, how did they sort of 

express them?  Can you tell me how they expressed them? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Davina, you compiled that information, but I was going around polling stations that day and the point is that 

the reason that we are caveating some of this - and Mark [Heath] caveats it in his report - is because what we 

do not want to say is we have a definitive record of exactly how many people were impacted.  I went out to a 

number of polling stations.  I was somewhere in Charles Hill, for example, where the Presiding Officer had 

written down the name of every single person that was impacted, the phone numbers and ticked them back 

off, and actually every single person came back.  There were about 15 people at that polling station and every 

single person came back.  I saw exactly the same thing in one of the polling stations in Finchley.  Another 

instance is the Presiding Officer said, “Actually, there were a number of people that were turned away.  I 

counted them and it was around about 10 or 12 or something like that”. 

 

The reason we are caveating it is because the quality of data in some polling stations was fantastic, you could 

see exactly what had happened.  In other polling stations, it was a little bit less clear.  The point that Mark 

recognises is that the information we have compiled is a good basis, and actually even if it is significantly out, 

you are talking about hundreds rather than thousands of people.  That is the thing that I would want to bring 

out of Mark’s report because that is a reasonable reflection of the situation on the day and, as Davina points 

out, of the 89 people who responded to our call for evidence, around about half of them said that they were 

able to return to vote later in the day. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Basically, we will never know a figure? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  We will never know an absolutely 

accurate figure.  That is right. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  OK, thank you. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  You have kept the evidence in the polling stations, which did take names and 

contact details?  If I am one of those people who gave my name and contact details and I was unable to return 

to vote, have I got a claim against you for maladministration and have you kept that record? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  We have kept all the reports of the 

day.  I do not believe people would have a claim against us -- 
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Len Duvall AM (Chair):  If they went to the Ombudsman? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  -- but that is a matter for people to 

decide for themselves. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Why do you think that, then?  I am not sure that I can put a price on a vote -- 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Exactly. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  -- but the Ombudsman could. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

No, but the situation, as we know, arose as it did and I suppose that what we articulated in some of the 

previous answers is we were doing absolutely everything we could to ensure that people were able to vote.  I 

suppose that is about contacting people and saying, “The right register is available.  You can come back”. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Only if you had that evidence because you have not collected it across the piece, 

have you? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

OK, if we have that evidence, if people are not able to come back, making it clear that you could do an 

emergency proxy so that everyone is able to vote.  Even where we do not have that information, if we are 

putting information out widely in the media saying, “You can come back to a polling station in Barnet to vote 

and you can have an emergency proxy”, we are doing it - Davina, your point - in terms of the advice we are 

getting from a QC on the day.  We are doing everything we possibly can to try to make sure that no one is 

unable to vote and that is the basis of what we are trying to do. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  I am moving on to communications now and you have talked already quite a bit, quite 

helpfully, about the communications issue there was between you and the officers out there, the Presiding 

Officers out there who needed advice and that you did not have a text tree.  It relied on individual phone calls, 

which were getting tricky because the public were calling in and all that sort of thing.  That is all right and very 

helpful. 

 

I would like to concentrate on communications with the public and ask a bit more about what you did there to 

communicate with people what they should do if they were a Barnet voter.  I just ask, first of all, about the 

collection of names and contact details by presiding officers.  Was that consistent?  Did they all do that under 

their own steam or were some just turning people away? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  It was not consistent.  Yes, all I can 

say it was not consistent and we are sorry about that.  Some Presiding Officers were very, very experienced and 

instinctively knew what to do; others were trying to call the office and having problems getting through.  Some 

did say to people, “Can you wait?” and many people did wait, as I understand.  There was quite a party spirit 

actually at some places, which is sort of really nice, and some presiding officers were handing out biscuits and 

making coffee.  But we are very sorry that we did not manage to get messages out to all presiding officers at 

once, but unfortunately we did not. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  The advice that you gave them when you were able to communicate with them was to collect 

names and contact details? 
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Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  When we were able to communicate, 

the decision was made very early on that if people had a poll card with them, they would be written on to the 

register and issued with a ballot paper, so that was the communication that Presiding Officers were getting 

when they got through and that was what polling station inspectors were told and were going out and saying 

to their Presiding Officers.  Some members of the public, as I understand, did not have their polling card but 

popped home and got one. 

 

I should also say people generally were incredibly helpful.  Some local councillors were there and realised there 

was a problem and they had their own lists of those who should be able to vote so provided their copy of the 

register, which people were able to use in the interim.  There really was a very large number of people that 

were working together to try and make sure that as many people as possible could vote.  When we say the 

registers were all out by 10.30am, it was the absolute last ones that were out then, the people in the furthest 

polling stations that were hardest to get to.  A lot were there much earlier. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Sticking to communications with the public, you communicated then to them that they 

should bring their polling cards.  That was done.  How was that done?  What process did you have in place?  

What procedure did you have for getting messages out to the public at that point?   

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  We were working very closely with 

our communications team and information was going up on our website and being made available to the 

media.  In addition our polling-station inspectors had that information and were going out with that.  We also 

have an elections call centre that is set up specifically to deal with elections issues.  They were given frequently 

asked questions so that they knew, when people rang in, to give the right response to and they were saying 

that to people. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  As I understand it, there were problems with dialling into that call centre. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Yes, there were. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  A telephone message was left.  There are some recommendations about leaving more 

consistent answerphone messages and recorded messages? 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  What we are doing for the 

referendum is opening the call centre from 6.30am and calls will go straight to an agent; they will not be 

getting recorded messages and having to press 1 for whatever and 2 for something else. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Under normal circumstances people will be ringing the contact centre for some sort of advice in terms of, “Am I 

on the register?”, “Where is my polling station?”; various things like that.  The system is set up to do some of 

those things.  Clearly the system was not set up to take calls of the nature of the situation that existed on 

5 May 2016.  To recognise that, we have made sure that every call that comes through in terms of elections, 

whether it is on the EU referendum or future elections, will go straight through to an adviser.  The recorded 

messages picked up some of the frequently asked questions that you would expect them to pick up but 

actually people wanted to go straight through to an advisor and that will happen on 23 June 2016. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  You are confident that you now have a plan for communicating to the officers and to the 

public should anything else go wrong? 
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John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Very much so, yes.  Clearly the point I have just made about the contact centre, and as Davina said, we have an 

ability to communicate with all 150 Presiding Officers and the Polling Inspectors and others involved via group 

text message.  Our communications team will be very much proactive in making sure that we get messages out 

in future, definitely, yes. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  In terms of the recommendations of the Heath report, you have said you have 

accepted all the recommendations in that and of course for subsequent elections you will be taking those into 

account and working that through.  We will hopefully be in drafting stage but it would be very interesting, 

after the 23 June 2016, to receive a report about how you think it did.  No doubt your Members will be asking 

us similar questions.  Any reports arising from that election would be useful in terms of what you think in terms 

of recommendations Heath has addressed and how they worked.   

 

In terms of lessons drawn from what happened, just very quickly summarise what you think the main lessons 

are.  Are there also lessons here for other electoral services teams? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes, there are a number of lessons coming from this.  Somewhere in Mark Heath’s report he says the overall 

rule of running elections is check, check and check again.  There needs to be really good processes for 

everyone to be really on top of these things; to have the clear escalation routes all the way through from 

whether it is Polling Clerks, Presiding Officers on the day, or whether it is the Elections Team, through the 

course of undertaking that function having escalation routes up to senior managers.  All of that is really 

important.  Elections are complex things to run.  There is a whole range of things we have to be aware of and 

having the checks and processes in place is important.   

 

Having just having taken over as a Returning Officer there are a huge number of lessons for me in terms of 

making sure I understand what is going on throughout the process.  All of that is really important.   

 

The last few questions we picked up around communications were also good lessons learnt for us in terms of 

how effectively we communicate with our teams, whether that is the Presiding Officers, Polling Inspectors 

internally, and then of course how we communicate with the public.  We have certainly been looking at what 

we did on 5 May 2016, and also at what other councils are doing, in terms of being very proactive and getting 

messages out to the public to reassure people if something has happened.   

 

Clearly not all things are local issues.  There may be some national issues that are relevant.  Last week we saw 

the extension to the deadline for registration for the referendum.  So, there are always things that we can be 

proactive about and get out to people, whether it is to reassure people or just to get information out.  Yes, 

checks, processes, and communications: they are the real lessons learnt for me. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  In essence, going back to a past era in local government; kitemarking and quality 

assurance issues.  Is it ISO numbers?  This is history and this is going back, but are those the sorts of processes 

we should be looking for to avoid some of these issues you faced, which were at the higher end of the 

spectrum?  We know generally that mistakes are made; they do not usually lead to a loss of vote.  That is the 

issue.  So, net this one.  However, would some kitemark or some standard achieve some consistency across?  I 

suppose these are the wider issues for electoral teams. 
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Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  There are a couple of things I would 

like to say about that.  First, there is an organisation in existence called the Association of Electoral 

Administrators and they look at best practice in election and electoral registration.  Most elections officers 

have their staff involved in that; they have an annual conference; they run training sessions; they are a very 

good medium for passing round lessons learnt.  A number of people have been in contact with me saying, “We 

saw this happened; we have seen the recommendations; we need to improve our communications; we need to 

set up a group text messaging service”, and so I am sure lessons are being learnt. 

 

There is also the Electoral Commission, which provides advice and guidance for local authorities and others on 

elections.  They are a very useful source of information for us all.  I am sure they will be looking closely at what 

has happened.  I have been working closely with Ben Brook from the Electoral Commission and some of the 

lessons that we have learnt and have come out of the report will be put into some of their guidance.  

Mark Heath, our independent investigator, is on a number of electoral boards and is very well thought of on 

elections and I know he will also be going out and spreading the message about the lessons learnt.   

 

My personal view, for what it is worth, is it probably would not be worth having a kitemark or something like 

that.  The Electoral Commission guidance is very specific and they include checklists and so on, and they 

provide draft, standard-format project plans for people to work up a list of everything that should be included.  

That is already there, although it does not have the badge of an ISO. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  I 

would add to that.  Given the situation that arose on 5 May 2016, Mark Heath did an independent report.  We 

will commission a wider review that will take place across the summer and the autumn and of course we have 

had Barry Quirk’s team come and give us some assurance.  For me there is also something about us being 

transparent and welcoming regular external challenge.  Some of that external review and challenge is coming in 

as a result of what happened on 5 May 2016 but I would hope that is something we would do periodically 

anyway so that we do not become complacent; we do not think we are on top of things when actually 

somebody independent comes in and says, “You need to make sure you stay on top of certain things”.  

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Like a peer review?  

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Exactly.  I think so.  Those sorts of things would need to happen regularly; not necessarily every single election 

but periodically so you can assure yourselves that, yes, we are very good at running elections at this point in 

time but we do not then become complacent and we keep challenging ourselves and are transparent in that 

way. 

 

Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  That is why we carry out 

benchmarking exercises, like the one I referred to earlier, to check on that. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  On a practical, local level in Barnet, with another vote coming up shortly have you 

communicated to the public, not exactly in a mea culpa way but somehow or other said, “It is not going to 

happen again; do not worry”?  I would have thought there would be quite a few people who will be saying, “I 

am not going to bother because they screw it up”. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes.  We communicated on the day, apologising for everything that had happened, and have done so 

subsequently.  I have written out to the 89 people who responded to our call of evidence expressing my 
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apologies but also explaining what we have done to put things right.  I have done the same for the number of 

people who contacted Mr Dismore.  He provided that information and I have written to them.  With specific 

people we are trying to build that relationship, saying we know that it did not go well on 5 May 2016 but we 

are putting things in place to make sure it is robust in future.  Certainly in the lead up to next week we will be 

wanting to make sure we have messages out there to reassure people. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Perhaps it would be a good idea to notify all electors in some way that this is not going 

to happen again.  You say specific people? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Yes.  When we published this report we sent out press statements, which were picked up by local media and 

local press, in terms of getting a message out as widely as possible, saying we apologise for what happened; we 

have commissioned an independent report; here are the things we are going to do; we would like to reassure 

people that the processes will be in place for the EU referendum.  We have done quite a lot of that as part of 

this process and, yes, we will carry on doing some of that in the lead-up to next week and for future elections, 

to build confidence.  Yes. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  In terms of the wider review, you have evoked some history of this.  Claer Lloyd-

Jones led a governance review into Barnet, different circumstances.  We have had experience here in this 

building of Claer Lloyd-Jones.  It is fair to say this and I go on public record: she is top drawer.  Are you 

considering that the person to lead your review next will be of that quality and calibre?  Are you consulting 

with external people about the choice of who leads the next stage of this review? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  I 

would say yes to both of those.  We know we need to have someone who is really experienced and credible 

because everyone needs to know it is the right person.  I echo your views in terms of Claer Lloyd-Jones.  She 

did an excellent job when she looked at our governance procedures a couple of years ago, yes.  The second 

part of your question was ...? 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair):  Are you talking to other people about the choice of the person? 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  I 

have been getting advice from Mark Heath, who knows a lot of people in this area, and advice from the 

London Councils.  John O’Brien, Chief Executive of London Councils, has given me some advice.  I do not want 

to say anything now because I do not want to mention a name of anyone we might be considering who may or 

may not be available but, yes, we are making sure we get someone of the right calibre and yes, we are 

consulting widely on making sure it is the right person. 

 

Len Duvall AM (Chair)  Thank you for the way that you answered the questions.  We are going to look at the 

transcripts and we will probably come back to you with some further questions.  If you are able to supply the 

information we have requested, then we will be very grateful.  Obviously we do not want to create more work 

for you because you have to get on with the day job and so we will keep our requests to what we think is 

appropriate before we make comment and try to make a case for why we think it is important for you to supply 

it to us.  Thank you. 

 

John Hooton (Chief Operating Officer and Interim Chief Executive, London Borough of Barnet):  

Thank you. 
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Davina Fiore (Director of Assurance, London Borough of Barnet):  Thank you. 
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